
IJ..ta,.Dharma, and Sanfltana Dharma 
in Indian Culture: A Critical Appraisal 

G.C. NAYAK 

Saniitana dharma literally means eternal law, principle or norm. 
But in order to understand the concept of Saniitana dharma, as it is 
used in our cultural heritage, it is important that we first have a 
working knowledge of what dharma stands for. The word dharma 
is not easily translated into the English language. Dharma has been 
used in different contexts to means different things, but it is usually 
understood as that principle or law which sustains, supports or 
maintains (dhiiralJaY individuals as well as the soc ial order, and 
when applied beyond the context of society to a broader universal 
context, it would mean that law which sustains or maintains the world 
as a whole, the universe itself. It may mean a supporting principle 
that is inherent in things tl1emselves; it may also denote that principle 
which needs to be followed for the sustenance of the individual and 
of society. Radhakrishnan in his Religion and Society talks of dharma 
as " the norm which sustains the universe, the principle of a thing by 
virtue of which it is what it is." In the Brhadiira~tyaka Upani~ad1, 
we ftnd dharma being identified with satya or truth and being extolled 
as the most powerful of all, stronger than even the ruling class. It is 
possible for a man who is righteous to vanquish one who is physically 
or otherwise strong, and the refore there is nothing greater than 
dharma. 3 

!Jta of the !Jgveda, as a matter of fact, is an antecedent of dharma, 
where it finds a more varied application, in the context of the universe, 
society as well as the Li fe of individuals. The Vedic concept of !J.ta 
implies a cosmic order in the universe which cannot be superseded 
or undermined by any one. not even by gods, for they themselves 
are worshipped in the Vedas as the protectors or upholder of this 
princ iple". ~ta is supposed to govern the ent.in: universe as a universal 
cosmic principle vouching for an invisible moral order also. Like 
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the ~gvedic rta, dharma too is supposed to have a supreme and an 
invisible authority in the context of human life and existence. 

In our tradition, however, dharma has been practically identified 
with the varniisrama dharma or the duties assigned to men in . ' 
accordance with their particular class (varr.za) and station (iisrama) 
of life. Norms for people belonging to different classes, for example, 
BrahmaJ;Ia, K~attriya, Vaisya, and Siidra, and also belonging to 
different s tations of life such as Brahmacarya (student life), 
Giirhasthya (fami ly life) , Vii.naprastha (life of retirement) and 
Sannyiisa (life of renunciation), are usually supposed to be fixed 
and they are not to be transgressed, if the social order is to be 
maintained. It is also seen as possessing a larger significance in view 
of the fact that it is supposed to sustain the individual in his spiritual 
progress towards perfection as also the society on the whole. Here 
also the maintenance or the sustenance (dhiiraiJ.a) of a social order 
and also of the Individual is fundamental to the concept of dharma. 
Dharma ensures worldly prosperity and also mok~a (yatobhyudaya-
nil;.sreyasa siddhil;.). ' 

There is also another usage, according to which dharma refers to 
certain customs, for example those of a class (kula dharma), those 
of a particular place (desa dharma), rules of a particular period of 
time (yuga dharma), even certain provisions for devi ation from 
normal rules at the critical time of adversity (iipad dharma), and so 
on. Even here dharma as that which sustains (dhiirar;.a) governs the 
usage of dharma. Dhiirana, maintenance, or sustenance is thus the 
key-idea centering which the concept of dharma developed in our 
cultural heritage. 

The question that usually arises in the context of varr;.iisrama 
dharma is whether varna is to be determined by birth or by gur;.a 
(quality) and karma (a~tion) ? The Bhagavad Gitii speaks of four 
var!Jas (classes) determined by gu!JO and karma, no doubt, but how 
does one come to have the guf!a and karrna which determine his 
varfJ.a? Although the re is no definite mention of birth in this 
~onnection, it cannot escape our notice that there is a sort of 
Immutability involved in the concept of varf}a in the Bhagavad Gitii. 
!he Gitii speaks of svadharma (duty that is intrinsic to one) which is 
Immutable and the idea is that no one should try to transgress the 
limits of his svadharma which is intimately connec.ted with his 
svabhava (intrin s ic nature). Svadharma and svabhiiva could , 
however, be seen to have a more dynamic base, in so far as they are 
connected with the changing gw.zas and karma, and not with birth. 
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The point is more or less controversial, to say the least, and moreover, 
involves the ticklish question of justice also. 

Here I would take for examination another important aspect to be 
considered in connection with dha rma , namely what Slta would 
designate as sadhu dharma, a dharma that respects the dignity of 
others as much as it respects one's own. Mark her words, in Volm!ki 
Riimiiyww, Sundara Kli~qa, "yathii tava tathiinye~iir!l ('as in your 
case, so in the case of others')", while giving advice to Ravar:ta 
regarding protection of women in general , not only of one's own 
clan or community, "Siidhu dharmamavek~asva siidhu siidhuvrataf!L 
cara, Yathii tava tathonye~iif!l ra~yii dora nisiicara". It is based on 
the principle of universality in application. This was the universally 
applicable ethical principle advocated by S!Hi. as against the Riik~asa 
dharma (group morality) proposed by the powerful king of Lanka, 
Ravai)a," "svadharmo rak~asii'!t bh!ru sarvadaiva na SG1/'1Saya~7, 
gamanaf!L vii parastril.tii'!l haralJar!t saqzpramathya vii". 5 

Justice can be ensured if an equal treatment is meted out to people 
irrespective of whether they belong to us or they do not so belong. 
The concept of fairness, according to Rawls,6 is fundamental to 
justice. And the idea of fairness is inherent in the notion of siidhu 
dhanna (ideal principle) as envisaged in the Viilml.ki RiimiiyaT}-a and 
propagated in the form of Slta's advice to Ravat;~a. 

The sustena nce value of dharma , according to me, though 
undoubtedly important: is not enough. Moreover, unde r certain 
circumstances, it may not be conducive to justice. Justice shou ld 
not be sacrificed in the name of dharma; rather dharma shou ld 
facilitate the implementation of justice in society. To me it appears 
that varr;.a dharma can be an example of siidhu dharma if and only 
if the varf}a vyavasthii (class principle) is determined by gw.w and 
karma alone, as explicitly mentioned in the Bhagavad Gitii, not by 
birth. GUf.ta and karma are not entirely determined by birth and 
he redity, after all ; e nvironment as well as personal efforts and 
aspirations of the individual have a significant role to play in this 
regard. And what is more, gurya and karma are not fixed once and 
for all. But at the same time, it cannot be denied that strict smrti laws 
pervaded the entire system of our social life throughout, with heredity 
as the determinant factor, wh ile making room for undoubted 
departures and exceptions here and there, of course.7 

It should appear to be somewhat revolutionary, therefore undc:r 
such circumstances, to favour what I would call a dynamic van.w 
vyavasthii, which would do justice to different sections at d ifferent 
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times according to their. needs and deserts, and which could be 
regarded as dharma sustaining society on the principles of justice. 
Dharma, in this sense, would be dynamic, not static or fixed once 
and for all by birth. However, we have to admit at the same time that 
thou gh it would be ideal to mo ve away from the s tatic van.w 
vyavastha that degenerates into reprehensible practices in a society 
under circumstances congenial for such a development, it is difficult, 
if not impossible, to keep the mode l of a dynamic vanJa vyavasrha 
intact as the dharma in practice for long, given the selfish and the 
monopolizing tendencies of individuals to appropriate the best for 
themselves, which may certainly not be on the basis of gtu.w and 
karma. Society on the whole may in such a case need surgical 
treatment, so to say, at the hands of a great spiritual leader of the 
stature of Lord Kr~Da who had not only to pin point the degeneration 
in dharma, but had also to point out in the Bhagavad Gita that such 
degeneration of dharma or loss of balance is likely to occur not 
only once but also from time to time when he would need to come 
again and again to set things on the t~ack of dharma: ''Yadii yada hi 
dharmasya gliinirbhavari Bharata ", etc. 

Another s ignificant feature to be noted in the Indian context is 
that though jari dharma (duty of the c lass) is considered invincible 
in its own sphere, it is never regarded as the parama dharma, the 
highest or the best duty/principle for everyone and under all possible 
ci rcumstance. Dharma with a ll it s rigidity, has never completely 
transcended the contingencies of place, time, and the nature of the 
particular agent in so far as its practical applica tion is concerned; 
this is also another aspect of dharma , which cannot be entirely 
overlooked or underestimated. Stories from the Mahabharata and 
other ancient Indian literature bear testimony to this. 

If jiiti dharma is not the parama dharma, the highest or the best, 
what then would constitute the parama dharma in the Indian context? 
The highest, or the best model of conduct in the Indian tradition is 
expected from a vidviin in the sense of a jiiiinl (a wise man) or a 
fivanmukta (the liberated person) who, though embodied, does not 
have any selfis h des ire and is engaged in acti vities out of a 
spontaneous overflow of the altruistic tendencyM Jafi. dharma does 
not apply in the fourth or the last stage, i.e. the scmnyiisa asrama, of 
course, and the same is true of a bllakta (devotee), as also a yogin. 
ln different contexts, either bhakrt' (devotion) or yoga 111 (meditation) 
cou ld be exto lled as the parama d!Jar111a, as the case may be. The 
characteristics that are attributed to a true devotee, FiCin/ or a yogi 
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are more or less the same, where transcendence of some sort or the 
other is highlighted both in the personality and the conduct of these 
models of humanity. Such persons, being gw.zat!ta, transcend the 
three gw_ws, are sthitadh! or sthitaprajiia (men of balanced attitude 
and a tranquil mind) and are more or less samadarfi or samabuddhi 
(men with an impartial eye or mind) transcending the usual opposition 
and confl icts of duality such as pleasure and pain, ga in and loss, 
good and evil, friendliness and enmity, and the like.11 In a sense, the 
opposition between what is termed as dharma and adharma in the 
na rrow sense is transcended a t thi s hi ghest stage of human 
development. Here man is supposed to be free from the dichotomy, 
the opposites of our narrow conceptions of dharma and adhanna. 12 

This is the manifestation of what I would call a unique culture of 
transcendence in our heritage. 

Now coming to saniitana dharma or eternal, everlasting, law, we 
find that' Hinduism is called saniitana dharma in our u·ad ition. The 
expression which is found in the literature of traditional Hinduism 
refers to the unfailing, unshakable laws, those rules or norms, which 
have a lways been valid and are accepted in tradi tio n . In the 
Malziibhiirara, the words, "e~a dharma~1 saniitana~1" are used for 
sanctioning some social or religious norms as obl igatory. In the 
Dhammapada, the well known Buddhist text, we flnd the expression 
"e$a dhammo sananwno", e.g. - "Nahi berena beriini samanfi.dha 
kudacmtaJ?l, aberena ca sammanti e~a dhammo sanantano" ("It is 
an eternal principle that enmity is not pacified through enmity, or 
friendliness"). Manu speaks of the traditional norms and customs of 
th e co untries, castes, and families, which have been f i rmly 
established (desa dharmiin jiitidharmiin kuladharmiil!l sea .~asvatiin) 
and a lso uses the expression to point to the particular norms for 
example, those for the king or the warrior. A code of war called 
dharmayuddha is also given by Manu. 

The laws or nmms may be modified from time to time according 
to the needs of society, perhaps, but the context or dharma in its 
essence seems to remain the same. That is how dharma is supposed 
to be saniitana or everlasting with something compelling about it. 
Dharma is the only friend. says Manu, that accompanies one even 
in death ; all the rest perishes with the body. In spite of differences in 
respect of specia l dhannc1s. Manu speaks of siimiinya dlwrmns, in 
which irrespective of caste or station, five virtues constitute common 
dharmas for al l, ahilnsii, sarya. asteya. etc. 11 

In case of saniitana dharma , the universality and the unshakable 
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characteristics are most important. Take the case of a simple dictum, 
e.g. in Viilmlki Ramiiya~w. Sundara KaQqa, where it is pointed out 
that doing good to a person in exchange of some goocl done to one 
self by him is a firmly established norm (Krte ca pratikartavyame~a 
dhanna~1 sanatana~1"). 14 These words are uttered by Mainaka before 
Hanuman when the former, as a token of gratitude, invites the latter 
to take rest on his peak. Now it is not only an established norm that 
one ought to pay one's gratitude in return for the good done to him 
by someone else but there is also the implication here that it is a 
universal, unshakable and an unfailing norm to be followed by one 
and a ll. There is something compelling and everlasting about this 
princ iple o r norm which ought to be followed by one and all 
irrespective of their specific commitments . Saniitana dharma thus 
refers to some such eternal and universal norm. When the Rii4asa 
Virlldha, however, instructs Rama to throw his body inside a huge 
pit because it is the saniitana dharma that the dead bodies of Rak~asas 
are disposed o f in th is manner, here sanarana dharma refers to 
something that is an established practice or custom, something 
merely traditional. "1\.vare capi maqt Rama nik.~ipya kusali vraja, 
Rak.rasllt!t gatasatrviinamesa dharmah saniitanah. " 15 It is important 
that both these aspects s.hou ld be highlighted in the context of 
scmiitanq. dharma, namely, its· eternal and universal nature as well 
as its status as a well-established traditional norm, both of which 
aspects are found in the traditional literature. When the Bhagavad 
Gita speaks of "kuladharmiih saniitanah" or when Arjuna expresses 
his anxiety over the possibl~ destruction of the established customs 
of caste and family16 there is evidently an emphasis on the traditional 
values of a particular society or clan. These established traditional 
v~ues are binding of course but Lhey can be modified according to 
ct~~umstances; during the time of iipad dharma (the rule for the 
cnucal hour), when for example, jiiti dharma or caste duties could 
undergo modification. But when Kr~Da is regarded as "Sasvata 
dharma goptll ', he is to be regarded not merely as •·a protector of 
the established norms", as Wilhelm Halbfass 17 would call Him but 
th~ implication is that Kr~Da is the protector of dharma which is 
umversal and eternal, something that is binding for one and all. 

When Hinduism as the saniitana dharma which literally means 
eternal religion in this particular context, has to be d istinguished 
from other varieties of religion, we have to consider the following 
reasons. First of aJI, it is significant that Hinduism cannot be traced 
to any propounder or originator and therefore it cannot be traced 
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back to any specific date in the hoary past from which its tradition 
has come down to us. Even if it has undergone so many modifications 
during its development, at the same time it continues to be the same 
Hindu way of life governed by dhann.a, the universal .rules or norms 
for which it has been known through the ages. This is one of the 
reasons why it is called saniitan.a dharma. It has been more or less 
identified with Vedic religion in this context based on the Vedic 
revelation, supposed to be infallible. " Vedokhilo dharmamularr-" -
this is fundamental to our tradition of sanii.tana dharma. 

The Vedas have the status of the revealed text and that is why 
they are regarded as sruti, while other literatures like the Bhagavad 
Gitii, Apastamba's Dharma sutra, Manu smrti, Kapila smrti, etc., 
although considered quite important in the tradition, have got a 
secondary status in comparison with sruti texts and are regarded as 
smrti or tradition depending on memory. The smrtis, as the work of 
human authors dependent on human memory, cannot be infallible. 
Sankaracarya is quite c lear on this issue, as is evident from his 
commentary on the Brahmasutra, 2. 1.1. , "Smrtyanavakii.sa do~a 
prasaitga iti cet nii.nyasm,.ryanavakii.sa do~aprasangiit". Here 
Sailkara explicitly points out that "the authoritativeness of the Veda 
with regard to the matters stated by it is independent and direct, just 
as the light of the sun is the direct means of our knowledge of form 
and colour", ('Vedasya hi -nirapek~artt sviirthe priimii1_tya1(L Raveriva 
rupavi~aye "). As far as the smrtis are concerned, only those smrtis 
which follow sruti are to be considered as authoritative, while all 
o thers are to be di sregarded, says Sankara, "Srutyanusiiri1.1Yaf:i 
smrtaya ~t pramii i}QI{? anapek:fyii itarii ~1" . Th is is very much in 
keeping with the tradition of Mimaq1sa, 1M where Mlmiilf!sii Sutra, 
1.3 .3., s ta tes, "Virodhe tvanapek~ar!l syiidasci hyanumonm(L". 
('Where there is COntradiction between sruti and smrti, Sfll!1i is tO be 
disregarded; where there is no contradiction smrti is to be recognised, 
as there is inference in that case of smrti being founded on S:rwt'). 

But why exactly are these revealed texts, sruri as they are called, 
of paramount importance at all ? Acarya Sankara and others have 
ascribed their infallibility to the fact that either they arc not known 
to be created by any human being, they are apauru,l:eya and eternal, 
or they owe their origin to an omniscient Being, i.e. God, and so on. 

BharLrhari points out that the different brachcs of learn ing which 
educate mankind have originated from the Vedas. " Vidhalustasya 
lokii nii t?l a 1igo piii1 ga n iba nd han ii ~~, vi dyii bhedii ~~ p rat ii yan te 
jiiiinasai!1Skii.raherava~1. " 19 According to the great commentator 
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Sayal)acarya, from the Vedas we learn of the extraordinary ways by 
which we ·can achieve o ur good a nd eradicate the ev il: 
"I~{apraptiani,uapariharayoralaukika l!l upiiyai!I yo vedayati sa 
Vedal}. ". (That which cannot be known eithe r through pratyak~a 
(perception) or through anumiti ( inference), that reality can be known 
only through the Vedas), 'Pratyak~e1_1.iinwnityii vii yastltpiiyo na 
bu.dhyate, Enat!t vidnnti vedena tasmiid Vedasya vedarii" (as quoted 
by SayaJ)a). According to M anu, the Vedas are like the eyes eternal 
thro ug h whi c h everything can be seen or known, 
("Pitrdevam.anu~yii1J.iilrt Vedasca k~u/:1 saniitanal{t, asakyal{t 
ciiprameyanca Vedasastramitisthiti~l)." 
The Veda, according to Halbfass, 

contains a great variety of form of ex pression and instructions. ll documents 
the thought of many centuries, and reflects fundamental changes in 
orientation. But, in a sense, it is this internal multiplicity and variety itself, 
this challenging and suggestive chaos, that accounts for the significance of 
the Veda in Hindu philosophy. It provides an elusive and amb iguo~s 
guidance, an open, yet authoritative framework, with suggestive hermcneuuc 
patterns and precedents and inherent appeals to human reflexivi lY-20 

Though I have little difficulty in broadly agree ing with what Halbfass 
says about the Vedic ;>.uthority. it is not d ear to me why he talks of 
"chaos" and "elu sive and ambiguous guidance" in the context of 
Vedic literature. The Vedas certainly do not deserve such downright 
condemnation, at least no more than any o ther revealed text or world
literature for that matter. Such derogatory terms could be applied as 
a m~tter of fact to any richly suggestive literature, so long as we ~re 
mclmed to find fault with the same. The real cause of the attractton 
of the Vedas, according to me, consists in its antiquity along with its 
highly suggesti ve charac ter, rathe r than its c haotic o r ambi guous 
character. Yaska has talked of several interpretations of the Vedas. 
The differe nt interpretatio ns are poss ible because o f this hi ghly 
suggestive character of the Vedic literature which has come down 
to u s in differen t· phases fro m the most a nc ient times. We do not 
know about any author of this vast literature and it is also not possible 
on our part to assun;:. that the Veda 0wes its orig in to a particular 
sage or seer. The Vedas are rather revelations mani fes ting themselves 
for the benefit of entire mankind from the earliest times, revelations 
that were recei ved by the earliest recepti ve spirit of man . T hat is 
why the Vedas stand on a separate footing, so to say. lt is undoubtedly 
most s ignificant that when we speculate about the origin of the Veda, 
we carmot ascribe its origin to any particular man, any pruticular r~i. 
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The Ni only is the receptacle of the revelation. It is this, that endows 
the Vedas with a unique and a sort of primeval atu·action in the mind 
of man. When we attempt to fix the date of the !J.gveda, we find a 
great deal of controversy amongst the Easte rn and the Wes tern 
scholars. However, there is no doubt that it is "the oldest lite rary 
monument of the Indo-European languages"2 1 which speaks of its 
antiquity. This antiquity along with the highly suggestive lite rature 
developing through different phases of KarmakiiJ,Irj.a, 1Ftiinkii1,1rj.a, 
etc. on which a variety of interpretations could be put, has made it 
permanently attractive to the human mind, and its unique position 
as a revealed text is also ensured by these very characteristics . 

It must be admitted however that scholars like Halbfass have made 
a genu ine attempt at unders tanding and assess in~ the e xact 
significance of the Vedic authority in the framework of what is known 
as the Vedic religion, although his rem11rk. as already pointed out, 
has been somewhat off the mark and careless in certain respects. 
The remarks of scholars such as Arie l Gluckl ich, are by comparison 
astonishingly naive and deliberate ly offensive, I should say, when 
seen in the framework of fresh attempts made by such scholars to 
reafftm1 the he!lotheistic or the kathenothestic thesis of Max Muller, 
while ignoring altogether the essence of the Vedic religion namely, 
the revelation of one ultimate reality assuming different names and 
forms (Ek01h sad vipra bahudhii vadanti), a point that has been 
frequently highlighted by scholars of Vedic culture like G.C. PandeY 
lt is indeed ridicu lous when Glucklich speaks of "the worship of a 
series of gods as the supreme god,~. as "the theological equivalent 
of serial monogamy''2~ with obnoxious implications such as " I love 
you, Indra/baby, and have never loved any other god/woman'', ''I 
Jove you, Visnu/baby. and have never loved any other god/woman". 
Cou ld the re be a g reate r travesty o f truth! I am re minded of a 
"ce lebrated passage" from Bradley's The Principles of Logic to which 
T.S. Eliot refers in admiration,24 where Bradley is attacking in his 
inimitable style the theory of association of ideas according to Bain. 
Here also, adopting the imagery of Bradely, l would say that Glucklich 
seems to have given himself up most uncritically, like a bewilde red 
infant, to the influence of the goddess Primitive Credulity who 
wh ispers into his ears, "I love you Vi snu" is inextricably associated 
with "I love you, baby, and have never loved another wo man ." r 
wonder if it may not be advisable for Glucklich to begin Lo suspect 
the wholesomeness of that influence instead of accepting the goddess 
in question as "the mistress of his life". and whether he should not 



.... 

38 G.C. NAYAK 

"wake up indignant at the kindly fraud" by which the goddess has 
deceived him right and left. 

Some of those who would contrast the universality of Hinduism, 
as saniitana dharma, with other varieties of world religions claim 
that with all its variations Hinduism carries within its bosom, the 
essence and the spirit of the diversities of world religions and 
therefore it is itself an eternal religion. "Hinduism alone was supposed 
to provide the framework for fulfilling the universal potential inherent 
in the various religions" and therefore in this context the expression 
saniitana dharma has remained "a concept of self-assertion" .25 

Swami Vivekananda and Radhakrishnan have emphasized these 
universal e lements in Hindusim vis a vis other world religions. 
Radhakrishnan, for example, maintains that "the Vedanta is not a 
re ligion, but re ligion itself in its most universal and deepest 
significance".26 Swami Vivekananda, in a speech delivered in India, 
has asserted. 

Ours is the universal religion. It is inclusive enough, it is broad enough to 
include all the ideas. All the ideas of religion that already exist in the world 
can be immediately included, and we can patien tly wait for all the ideals 
that are to come in the future to be taken in the same fashion, embraced in 
the infinite arms of the religion of the Vedanta. 

These all-pervasive and universal characteristics of Hinduism are 
emphasized vis a vis other world religions when it is called the 
saniitana dharma or the perennia l, eternal religion. Halbfass has 
very ably brought out the various implications of this idea by clearly 
pointing out that 'Hinduism as the saniirana dharma is not a religion 
among religions; it is said to be the "eternal religion", the basis and 
ingredient of a ll re ligions, a kind of " meta religion", a s tructure 
potentially ready to comprise and reconcile within itself a ll the 
religions of the world just as it contains and reconciles the so-called 
Hindu sects, such as Saivism or Vaisnavism and their subordinate 
"sectarian formations"Y · · 

It may be in a certain sense meaningful to emph as ize those 
universalistic elements in the development of Hinduism that have 
survived through the ages and have e ithe r found theJr replica, so to 
say, in other religions or have been developed in other world religions 
independently through their seers. But this cannot justify the attitude 
o f some saniitanis (followers of Hinduism as the eternal re ligion), 
as they are called, who consider every othe r form of relig ion as 
somewhat inferior with the designation of mleccha dharma (religion 
of the aliens, the mlechhas), as Halbfass would tell us.2M Expression 
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of superior airs by such "followers of the eternal religion", saniitanis 
or sanii.tana dharmiivala1J7.bins , as they are called, might have had 
some practical necessity perhaps in the past, in the historical context, 
but it is not true of any genuine form of Hindusim as saniitana dharma 
which emphasizes the universalistic and eternal principles without 
any superiority complex whatsoever. The following observations 
mad e in the context of Gandhi and sanii tana dharma a re quite 
illuminating in this connectio n . Zaebner says: 

Gandhi, "may have been and indeed was influenced by all kinds of non
Hindu ideas, but he was deeply rooted in, and drew his strength from , the 
saniitana dhanna of his native land, not the dharma of the law-book and 
Brahmans, but the dharma that rests on ahirhsa, truth , renunc iation, 
passionlessness, and an equal love for all God's creatures, the dhamza of 
Yudhi~!hira, the king of Righteousness and Truth.29 

Hinduism as saniitana dharma, the universalistic perennial religion, 
can be meaningful, from a genuine Hindu point of view, only with in 
a co ntex t w he re tl: ::- e ntire world is taken to be one famil y 
(' Vasudhaiva ku{umbak01!1 ', 'yatra vi.Svarrz bhavatyekan'it:jarrz ' ). The 
fundamental truth here is supposed to have been realized by the 
Vedic seer who does not point to any superiority or inferiority of 
any particular group or community but only makes a frank and a 
candid acknowledgment of the fact that the same truth or reality is 
called by different names, by the different sages ("Ekarrz sad viprii. 
bahudhii. vadanti "). Jn 
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